"The House of the Dead"                           235
status of helpful cavalier, a role that he accepted naturally
because he was accustomed to it. With morbid pleasure he
mediated between her and her husband. He loved without
declaring his love, and spent himself on this woman who
never made him happy. As with Madame Panaev and with
Maria Dmitrievna, he experienced the gratifying ordeal of a
platonic passion. He said that if he possessed the slightest
talent he would have composed vaudeville sketches for the
young woman. On June 12, 1860, he wrote to her, "I love
you very deeply, very ardently, and I told you that I did not
love you only because I wanted you to trust me, but, God,
how sad I was when it seemed to me that you no longer
counted on me. . . . Your letter settled all that, however,
and heaven send you every kind of joy. I am so happy to be
sure that I do not love you. This enables me to be even more
devoted to you without fearing to be carried away by my
feelings. Good-by, my little dove, it is with respect and rev-
erence that I kiss your teasing little paw and press it with all
my heart between my two hands."
It is not known for how long Dostoevsky remained in-
volved in this confused and mild flirtation, but one day he
was given another chance to be happy. At a party organized
for the benefit of poor students, where he had been invited
to read excerpts from his works, he met pretty Polina
Suslova, a pale girl with a hard, proud face and deliberate
gestures. Rozanov, who later became her husband, wrote of
her, "She was like Catherine de' Medici. She would not have
hesitated to commit a crime, even murder. Wholeheartedly
on the night of St. Bartholomew, she would have fired on
the Huguenots from her window. Most of the time she had a
majestic appearance. I know people who were completely
seduced and dominated by her."